Three types of freedom are distinguished, discussed, and related to one another. These types of freedom are argued to lie at the heart of liberal education and to elucidate essential meanings of the term "liberal" in that context. These freedoms of a liberal arts education are also shown to bear crucially on the intellectual, moral, and spiritual development of undergraduate students in the university.
qualified for the workplace but sets that commendable goal in the total context of an enriching, challenging, and contributing human life. Why, then, should we not speak of "eudaimonian education" or "life education"? Why should we continue to use the term "liberal education"? As the Latin word libertas implies, a liberal education aims at the liberty, freedom, or emancipation of those being educated. I want to suggest that the freedom made possible by liberal education is of three main kinds: a freedom from, a freedom of, and a freedom for.
First, it is a freedom from ignorance and therefore from the shallowness, superficiality, and susceptibility to crass manipulation that is the frequent accompaniment of ignorance. Second, it is a freedom of inquiry and of therefore of preparation, competence, and motivation to raise the hard and searching questions that resolute inquiry often requires. Third, it is a freedom for service and therefore for the wellinformed, responsibly committed engagement with the needs of others and the affairs of the world that effective service requires. Teachers and administrators in the tradition of the liberal arts regard these three types of freedom as essential to human excellence and flourishing and to the highest development of human character. Let us consider each of them in turn. We begin with freedom from ignorance.
Freedom from Ignorance
reedom from ignorance means having general knowledge of one's past and present culture in its major areas: artistic, scientific, political, economic, moral, religious, and the like. It also means having knowledge about outlooks and cultures other than one's own, and about commonalities and differences relating these other outlooks and cultures to one's own convictions and traditions. It means inquiring into how aspects of these other perspectives, and their particular inner logics, can enable one to think critically and creatively about the continuing development of one's own point of view. It means exploring in some depth the problem of how people with different outlooks and backgrounds-some of them radically so-can work and live together, making the compromises and adjustments required to maintain a constructive civil order. It means learning critical lessons from the devastating failures of the past as well as from the positive achievements of human history.
Finally, freedom from ignorance means having more in-depth knowledge of some particular field of study and understanding of how that field relates as a significant part to a larger whole to the general knowledge one has also gained. This last point is the rationale for the requirement of a major in the context of general education. So voluminous and detailed has knowledge in many special areas of study become in our time, however, that there is constant danger of the general context being overshadowed or largely eclipsed by the course requirements of the particular major. Such subordination is a reversal of priorities and a violation of the concept of liberal education, where the emphasis is always on the relations of special areas of knowledge to one another and to the whole of thought and life.
In the perspective of liberal education, a major isolated from the full range of knowledge, awareness, and experience is like an organ torn from its body, unable to function as it should and deprived of its true nature and meaning. Or to use a different F image, it is like an animal separated from the ecosystem on which it depends, from which it benefits, and to which it contributes. A major field of study cut off from its relations to the larger whole is analogous to the exotic fish one sees in some restaurants, separated from their richly structured natural environments and drifting listlessly to and fro within the narrow confines of their water tanks.
Such a major is still viable as a field of knowledge, but only barely so. It has lost much of the vital purpose and significance that it gains from its intimate relationships to other kinds of intellectual inquiry and other important modes of knowing, expressing, and experiencing. Instituting or allowing this kind of major within a university also tends to instill in its students the mistaken notion that life can or should be lived in sealed-off compartments, that one can be just a banker, just an engineer, just a physician, just a musician, or just a computer expert, for example, with no sense of essential relations to or responsibilities for the whole of life or the multiple aspects and interrelations of one's society, culture, and world. The liberal arts tradition calls for concentration on the appropriate maturation and development of human beings possessed of full consciousness of the complexity of the world and not solely or even primarily on acquisition of a highly specialized kind of knowledge or a set of particular skills.
This kind of focus is especially critical at the undergraduate level of higher education, where students are typically in late adolescence and living away from their families for the first time in their lives. As such, they can be expected to be keenly concerned for exploring the world and the kind of life they want to live in the world. They search naturally for a satisfactory worldview, not just a body of specialized, isolated knowledge. Their education should support and encourage them in this all-important pursuit by providing them with the broadest possible context of knowledge and awareness, a context that draws upon many different academic disciplines, the rich resources of their own culture and its history, and the visions, insights, and discoveries of other cultures present and past. This kind of education can serve as a much needed counterweight to tendencies of family, friends, or the student's society to view higher education as little more than a necessary means to such things as making large amounts of money in one's job or being qualified for a particular line of work.
A major task of the university, at least one that seeks to operate in the tradition of the liberal arts, is to help students find their moral and spiritual bearings and to assist them in the critical task of orienting themselves in the world. It does so not by attempts at indoctrination or by trying to tell students what to think and believe, but by providing them with intense exposure to various domains of thought and expression-scientific, literary, artistic, historical, philosophical, religious, and the like-and encouraging and guiding them to think critically, constructively, and comprehensively about how to draw upon these domains and their interconnections in order to fashion their own outlooks on the world. Such encouragement and guidance are the responsibility of both faculty and administration in the university.
Sadly, however, the integration of disciplines and the search for a holistic vision of life is left in the typical modern university largely to students and is more a topic of dormitory bull sessions than of formal class settings. Professors are often too busy qualifying for tenure, working for promotion, and building their reputations in special fields or increasingly narrow subfields to give sufficient attention to, or to concentrate on helping their students to think about, the problem of how various academic disciplines relate to one another or how they relate to the whole of life. Still less do typical professors, either singly or in cooperation with one another, devote explicit and well thought-out attention to the issue of how to help students discover meaningful world views and to learn how to live morally responsible, fulfilling lives. This is not just a problem of the inattention of individual professors to a fundamental aspect of undergraduate education in the liberal arts tradition; it is an entrenched structural problem that deeply affects the outlook and behavior of professors-especially new tenure-track professors from whom so much is expected so quickly in the way of research and publication in their particular fields.
Administrators in complex modern universities, for their part, often tend to be so preoccupied with budgetary matters, their relations to other administrators, crisis management of various sorts, and the day-to-day mechanics of administration, as not to devote enough careful attention to how to liberate students from the kind of disciplinary isolation or idiot-savant specialized education that cuts them off from the resources of a richer, more complex vision of the world. Administrative leadership in this regard is critically required, if the ideals of liberal education are to be realized, but the structural pressures working against such effective leadership are admittedly formidable. Student affairs people, coaches, counselors, advisors, chaplains, and others who work directly with students outside the classrooms have both unique opportunity and obligation to help students to reflect on the unity of knowledge and to think about the focus and meaning of their lives, as well as to guide them in the understanding of their moral responsibilities to their peers, to faculty and other members of the academic community, and to the world beyond the university. The role of this group of leaders on campus is thus an integral and essential part of a liberal arts education.
Thoroughgoing curriculum revision is needed to address the problem of increasingly fragmented, over-specialized education, and it requires urgent faculty and administrative attention. The usual cafeteria style of superficial exposure to academic disciplines that are allowed to remain insulated and separated from one another does not constitute the kind of radical revision required. It is of great importance that faculty members in the various disciplines learn how to interact creatively with one another and one another's disciplines in teaching and research, and that they set impressive examples for students in these interactions of what it means to be an educated person in the full liberal arts meaning of that phrase. If faculty are not whole persons with well-informed and thoughtfully integrated outlooks on the world, but are themselves narrowly specialized and compartmentalized in their purview and work, they can hardly expect to inspire their students to become that type of person.
One reason the liberal arts ideal of the human being is so important is that crass manipulation of thought is unfortunately a booming business in our society. We see it at work in politics, in business, in the media, in religion, and elsewhere. The best insurance against succumbing to such manipulation-which often bends the truth and uses subtle tactics of psychological motivation and seductive but fallacious reasoning-is breadth of knowledge, seasoned facility in reasoning, strength of character, a strong moral compass, and independence of mind. Cultivation of these traits is a central task of universities functioning in the spirit of the liberal arts.
Where these traits are lacking, a society is in imminent danger of falling prey to faddishness, superficiality, and the whimsical pleasures or distractions of the momentwith little or no regard for enduring values or for its own long-lasting integrity and wellbeing. A society made up of shallow, unthinking, uninformed, easily manipulated persons also becomes extremely vulnerable to the allure of fanatical preachments by charismatic figures-whether religious or secular-and to the wily machinations of would-be tyrants and demagogues. Jeremy Waldron, commenting on the writings of political theorist Hannah Arendt, notes that in such a society " [t] he paraphernalia of thoughtlessness is legion. Clichés and jargon, stock phrases and analogies, dogmatic adherence to established bodies of theory and ideology, the petrifaction of ideas-these are all devices designed to relieve the mind of the burden of thought . . ." (Waldron, 2007, p. 12) . His description calls to mind disturbing tendencies of our present society in the United States. A sound mind in its citizens is essential for a sound body politic, and the fundamental aim of a liberal arts education is to be a significant source of the requisite sound mind.
The first type of freedom emphasized in the liberal arts tradition of higher education is thus liberation from a debilitating narrowness of vision and paucity of understanding. Such freedom enables one to grasp in the history of one's cultural heritage what philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre calls "those future possibilities which the past has made available to the present" (MacIntyre, 1981, p. 207) . Furthermore, it empowers one to enter imaginatively into the thought-worlds of other cultures, times, places, and persons, enabling these other perspectives continually to challenge and enlarge one's own commitments, beliefs, and values. It should be obvious that this first kind of freedom is desperately needed if one is to live with assurance and effectiveness in a complex, volatile, and shrinking world.
The second kind of freedom, to which we can now turn, is also essential. In keeping with the tradition of the liberal arts, the university should provide students with a wide range of freedom of inquiry and give them the maximum incentive to use that freedom to inquire persistently and deeply.
Freedom of Inquiry
reedom of inquiry in a university setting is also termed "academic freedom," and it applies not just to professors but to students. A liberal education provides a context within which students are encouraged to follow their curiosity and speak their minds and to develop the spirit of first-handed, open-ended questioning that Socrates recommends and exemplifies in his dialogues. A liberal education is not just a matter of memorizing predigested facts or formulas, or running conventional experiments, but of learning to think for oneself, to think boldly, creatively, and with originality. The process of doing so requires an atmosphere of freedom in which such independence of thought is not merely occasionally or condescendingly tolerated but actively and continuously nurtured. Also required is an atmosphere in the classroom and elsewhere on the university campus where such inquiry is welcomed even when it may sometimes appear to be well on the way to dead ends or mistaken conclusions, because all of us-including studentssometimes learn as much, if not more, from our mistakes as we do from our successes in inquiry.
When students make mistakes in reasoning, professors and other mentors of students are called upon to point out where the mistakes may lie, how they can be avoided in the future, and why particular routes to them are sometimes so seductive. However, the reasoning of professors and other mentors can sometimes be mistaken as well, and persistent questions from students can help to make that fact apparent and to direct both students' and their teachers' inquiries in more promising directions and toward more promising outcomes. An alert, active, and vigorous interaction of teachers and learners can in this way work to the considerable benefit of both.
Many of the ideas in books and articles I have published over the years in my career as a university professor have been inspired by the penetrating and sometimes vexing questions or observations of my students. Students have taught me that I did not know as much as I thought I knew about particular issues, ideas, or thinkers or had not seen the problems I was interested in or working on from the most promising and productive angles. Their questions and observations have often sent me back to the drawing board in admitted frustration or puzzlement, but with satisfying eventual results. What I have been able to offer my students has been inspired and enriched by what they have been able to offer to me. My thinking as a teacher and researcher would have been much poorer had I not allowed students ample freedom of inquiry and of continuing dialogue with me as their teacher, and I am convinced that, in the absence of an atmosphere of freedom of inquiry both in and outside the classroom, development of my students' capacity for critical and creative reflection would have been seriously diminished as well. Of course, not all subjects lend themselves as readily to classroom discussion and dialogue as does the subject of philosophy, which happens to be my own area of special interest and expertise. Teachers in various disciplines need to find ways to facilitate freedom of inquiry most effectively in their own classrooms and in fruitful interactions with their students. But find these ways all university teachers must if they are to uphold the ideals and goals of liberal education.
What faculty and mentors in the liberal arts are looking for, therefore, is not docile agreement with their own points of view or even uncritical acceptance of the ideas current in their particular fields, but a growing ability on the part of their students to develop and defend conclusions at which they themselves have arrived through their own responsible thought and investigation. Students are not, of course, invited simply to dismiss the ideas of faculty and mentors out of hand, or to ignore what counts as established knowledge in a given field, but they are invited, among other things, to use these ideas and outlooks as frameworks for their own thinking. They should at least begin to understand, for example, not only the central claims and ideas of a scientific field and the rationale for those claims and ideas, but what it would mean to be a contributor to the field, to be a practicing researcher in that area of science. A colleague in the natural sciences once told me, with evident sadness, that students often enter graduate school with a full background of undergraduate courses in science but with little or no understanding of what it takes to be a scientist. These students had not discovered, or been encouraged or allowed to discover, what freedom of inquiry means.
Freedom of inquiry, with its accompanying development of independence of thought, is an essential part of what it means to flourish as a human being. As beings endowed with intelligence and freedom and thus not merely guided by blind instinct, humans must in the course of their lives make many different kinds of decision and arrive at many different kinds of judgment. The burdens and uncertainties of this freedom, however, can tempt one to rely uncritically on the claims, counsels, or urgings of others or on what look like the paths of least resistance. A resolute spirit of freedom of inquiry enables one to resist such temptations and to approach one's decisions and judgments with full awareness of the available alternatives for those decisions and with ability critically and wisely to appraise the alternatives.
This awareness and ability are especially important when it comes to reflecting on the course of one's own life and the available alternatives for deciding upon one's path of life. The philosopher Alfred North Whitehead states succinctly the fundamental question involved in such reflection: "What, in the way of value, is the attainment of life?" (Whitehead, 1926, p. 60) . How, in other words, should one live so as to realize in one's time on earth the highest possible moral and spiritual attainments for one's existence and the most effective contribution to the wellbeing of society as a whole one can make with one's own unique self, interests, and abilities?
What is specifically best for one person in the attainment of value is not necessarily what is best for another, of course, because not all persons are alike. And no one person can be best at everything. Moreover, aspiring toward the best that one can attain may involve guilt, frustration, and anxiety. One must learn from one's failures as well as one's successes in life, and the fact that something may be extremely hard to achieve does not mean that it is not worth aspiring toward. Its great difficulty may well be a measure of its great importance. Here one needs all the critical tools at one's disposal and as broad and detailed a view as possible of the cultural resources upon which one can draw in order to arrive at a sustaining and morally defensible vision of how one ought to live. Any society that fails to emphasize the importance of this sort of education of its young, education about how to think with adequate knowledge, critical acumen, and a strong sense of moral responsibility and spiritual concern for the whole course of one's own life-including but not restricted to one's particular job-is a society headed in a downward and ultimately disastrous direction.
It is not just individual selves who can benefit from and be inspired and motivated to live full and meaningful lives by being educated in the tradition of the liberal arts. It is also the institutions, practices, and outlooks of society that stand to be greatly benefited and to be given ennobling moral and spiritual stature, purpose, and meaning through this kind of education of its young. For the freedom such education, at its best, instills in them means more than their being free from ignorance and having a developing capacity for independence of thought and inquiry. It also means being powerfully motivated to put these precious resources to work in service to the world. Freedom for service is thus the third kind of freedom we can associate with the liberal arts.
Freedom for Service
e hear a lot these days about freedom of choice-in areas such as gun control, abortion, and hospital care-but not nearly so much about the duties of freedom. We are anxious to be free from restraint, but we often fail to consider or put into practice the responsibilities of freedom. The freedom which is the central preoccupation of liberal education, as its name implies, is a freedom not only for oneself, but for others. One cannot flourish as a human being in isolation. For creatures such as we humans are, to be is to be social, and to be social is to be concerned with the distinctive contributions each of us can make to the common good. The course of every person's life-what I have termed the most important course in the university-is the course of that person's life in the context of the numerous social relationships and obligations that constitute the matrix of human existence.
The privilege of a liberal education carries with it, then, a burden and opportunity to serve, to bring one's background of knowledge and independence of mind to bear on the varied tasks of being a good spouse and parent, a conscientious worker in one's job and a valued co-worker, a loyal friend, a willing participant in the political process, and a thoughtful, engaged, responsible citizen of the world. This privilege also carries with it the obligation to give due care to an even larger social context than that of one's local, national, and global relations to other human beings, namely, the context of our relations to other species and their ecosystems and to the earth's biosphere as a whole. This obligation means actively resisting the kind of narrow anthropocentrism once so prevalent in our culture that ignores the ultimate dependence of all living beings, including ourselves, on a sound natural environment. And it means working to insure that our natural home will be kept healthy and robust for our children and their children, as well as for the progeny of our fellow species living with us in the world today.
Service learning as a component of students' education is highly relevant to inculcation of this third kind of freedom. It can not only enhance students' knowledge and understanding of the subject matters of many courses in the university, it can also enlarge their sense of the needs and problems of earth and society, and of contributions they can make both individually and in cooperation with others toward meeting these needs and resolving these problems. By raising their consciousness of such needs and problems through practical, hands-on experiences of various sorts, service learning can help students to become more keenly aware of their privilege and obligation to be responsible citizens of the society that nurtures and sustains them and conscientious stewards of the earth as their natural home.
These hands-on experiences can have the effect of humbling students and bringing them much-needed insight. The experiences can do so by calling attention to the complexity of problems of the modern world and the sometimes extreme difficulty of finding effective solutions to those problems. It is all too easy for superficially educated persons to be deeply critical or even contemptuous of those who struggle day-by-day with particular kinds of social, political, economic, technical, administrative, or W ecological problems, and to have little or no sympathetic understanding of the formidable challenges the problems pose or of the intricate many-sidedness of the contexts within which solutions to them must be sought. Becoming involved at firsthand with those who work on these problems and have had long experience in doing so can help to give students in colleges and universities important understanding of how things get done in the world outside the college or university walls, of how academic theories can be related to and informed by practice, and of why these theories might sometimes require substantial adjustment or modification in the face of pressing practical difficulties, needs, and demands.
Service learning can be of inestimable value, therefore, in broadening the minds and spirits of students, saving them from tendencies toward sophistic superficiality and arrogance, and opening them to essential lessons and requirements of aspects of life in the everyday world. It can help to endow them with a measure of practical knowledge, receptiveness, and awareness that can be a valuable complement to the more formal and abstract aspects of their education. Service learning can also forcefully remind students that the purpose of their education is not just their own self-enrichment but preparing them to contribute with their own particular interests, talents, and strengths to the betterment of the world of which they are a part.
In addition, service learning can help to acclimate students to the vast amount of volunteer activity in their communities and in the world that cries out for participation by conscientious, civic-minded persons. Requiring students to do what might otherwise be considered to be volunteer work as one type of service learning sounds like an oxymoron. But as a carefully planned component of a required course, it can be a good way of acquainting students with the critical significance of this kind of work and of enabling them to learn from it in ways that can enhance their understanding of other aspects of the course. This kind of service learning can also serve as a useful way of urging students toward a lifetime of participation in such programs, making willing contributions of their time, effort, and resources to worthy causes and helping those in need.
Of course, one can serve the world through one's job. The world needs lawyers, physicians, teachers, ministers, engineers, politicians, scientists, artists, historians, economists, businessmen, and the like. It could not function adequately or well without them. I would not for a moment want to underemphasize this fact or fail to recognize its crucial importance. It is also important to note that one can put to use the skills required for one's job in pro bono work. A carpenter can travel to an area devastated by a hurricane, for example, and volunteer to help in the construction of new housing. A lawyer can assist people who have insufficient financial resources to hire an attorney with the resolution of their legal problems. Or a physician can provide free or inexpensive health care for those who cannot afford medical insurance. The education in moral and other values provided by a liberal arts education, its nurture of broad knowledge and insistent inquiry, and its emphasis on the whole person and the whole of life can inspire students to conceive of and enter their respective vocations, not just as means of livelihood or routes to wealth or personal success, but as a sacred calling (Latin: vocatio) to serve the needs and wellbeing of others. An education that fails to inspire this spirit of obligation and service to others in one's job and in all of one's life is an education that has failed dismally in its task and responsibility. That is at least the liberal arts view of education, with its firm commitment to the three treasured freedoms of freedom from, freedom of, and freedom for.
Possible Objections
ractical-minded professors and administrators might venture the following objections to much of what I have tried to say here. "This is just so much idealistic, unrealistic pie-in-the-sky. What you have talked about here is possible only within small, intimate classroom settings. It would require a tremendous, unreachable budget. It would go against the grain of the current emphasis on higher education as the direct route to employment, and students' and parents' ready acquiescence in that emphasis. It would require overcoming massive institutional inertia, an inertia that has been settling in over many decades. It would ignore the huge complexity of today's academic disciplines, with their numerous subdivisions and subspecialties, mastery of which is essential to getting and retaining a decent job. There is hardly adequate time in a four-year course of education for gaining competence in a single discipline, much less knowledge of a number of different disciplines and their interrelations. And there is no funding available for radical curriculum revision or setting up multiple interdisciplinary courses."
Such practical objections are pressing and important. It is essential that attention be paid to them if anything like the ideals of liberal education I have outlined here are to be aspired toward or to be attained. But flatly to accept these objections as fatal and insurmountable is to succumb to weakness of imagination and loss of commitment to the highest goals and ideals of education. Faculty, administrators, boards, and legislators need to think long and hard together about how to augment and/or redirect the resources of society and of educational institutions themselves so as to begin to implement these essential goals. It is not enough that lip service be given to them. The health and wellbeing of our society depend on the three freedoms of the liberal arts I have described.
Educators and others in positions to further the aims of education must dedicate their minds, their wills, and their very souls to the task of responding to the above objections with effective thought and action. In this essay, I have tried to explain my view of what the principal educational goals of this thought and action ought to be. This endeavor is only part of the overall extremely demanding task, but it is an essential part to which I invite others to contribute their considered thought and wisdom. I also challenge faculty, administrators, student affairs personnel, and others involved in institutions of higher education to commit themselves to the task of exploring in depth and with a sense of high priority and firm purpose how these goals can best be realized in a practical and enduring way.
